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An Australian student 
is gaining a better 
understanding of 
Laos while she 

conducts research into livestock 
and working alongside local 
officials in the sector.

Luisa Olmo is a PhD 
Candidate from Sydney in 
Australia who has spent the last 
month in Vientiane working 
with skilled laboratory staff at 
the National Animal Health Lab 
(NAHL).

During this time Olmo has 
also worked with the dedicated 
staff at the Department of 
Livestock and Fishers (DLF) and 
has commenced investigations 
into potential causes for 
reproductive loss. 

Olmo noted that working 
with the Lao team had ensured 
she has maximised every 
opportunity whilst conducting 
her research. She was also able 
to participate in a field school 
with fifteen New Colombo Plan 
(NCP) funded students held 
by the University of Sydney in 
Vientiane. 

“The past  month has 
reconfirmed my desire to 
spend more time in country 
and continue learning the Lao 
language as my PhD progresses 
to ensure I gain a more rounded 
understanding of the ‘big picture’ 
here in Laos,” said Olmo.

Olmo explained that her 
research in Laos began on 
June 22 of when she met with 
Sonevilay Nampanya and Dr 
Syseng from the Department of 
Livestock and Fisheries (DLF) 
in Vientiane. 

The objective of this visit 
was to begin investigations into 
reproductive diseases in cattle 
and buffalo in Laos that are 
potentially causing abortion and 
calf death.

This fits in with the wider 
aims of her PhD research focused 
on improving ‘reproductive 
efficiency’ of cattle and buffalo 
on smallholder farms in order 

to improve capacity of farmers 
to produce sustainably, improve 
income and livelihoods, and 
secure regional food security.

Throughout the three weeks, 
she was based in the NAHL for 
the first of her stay, where she 
and her colleagues designed a 
randomised collection of frozen, 
cattle and buffalo serum samples 
for analysis of two diseases. 

“If we are able to detect 
disease antibodies in the blood 
serum samples we will be able 
to identify reproductive disease 
as a cause of reproductive 
inefficiency and develop 
appropriate strategies to mitigate 
these risks by developing an 
intervention strategy to promote 
farmer adoption of best 
practices.” Olmo said. 

This work is  al igned 
with the Australian Centre 
for International Agricultural 
Research (ACIAR) funded 
project ‘Development of a 
biosecure market-driven beef 
production system in Laos’ 
which aims to target villages 
in the main beef producing 
provinces of Xieng Khuang, 
Luang Prabang, Xayaboury and 
Savannakhet.

Olmo then spent one week 
with the University of Sydney 
undergraduate field school 
involved in investigating poultry 
biosecurity in Laos.  

This involved a visit to 
the National Agriculture and 
Forestry Research Institute 
(NAFRI), the NAFRI Poultry 
Research and Breeding facility, 
the Australian Embassy, National 
University of Laos (NUOL), and 
visits to smallholder villages near 
NUOL.

For the last two weeks, Olmo 
said she had been working on data 
entry of a Knowledge, Attitude 
and Practice survey conducted 
on 640 Lao smallholder farmers. 

“These surveys are really 
important for us to determine 
what farmers are interested in 
improving on their farms, where 
the knowledge gaps are and what 
farmers are currently doing on 
farms,” Olmo said.

Olmo chose to undertake 
a Bachelor of Animal and 
Veterinary Bioscience within the 
Faculty of Veterinary Science at 
the University of Sydney which 
she knew she would enrich her 
natural interest in animals after 
growing up in urban Sydney and 
finishing high school. 

In her second year of 
university she attended a seminar 
explaining ‘One Health’ in South 
East Asia. From that point she 
knew she wanted to better 
understand the human, animal 
and environmental interactions 
which promote health and 
enhanced livelihoods in South 
East Asia.

Her interest led to a meeting 
with Associate Professor 
Russell Bush and his team 
who conduct livestock research 
for development activities in 
Laos and Cambodia, funded 
by the Australian Centre for 
International Agricultural 
research (ACIAR). 

She leapt at the opportunity 
to complete her fourth year 
honours research in Cambodia 
to investigate reproductive 
efficiencies in cattle and buffalo. 

Her stay in Cambodia, funded 
by Asia Bound, the precursor 
to the NCP, was valuable and 

involved language training and 
visits to rural villages to conduct 
farmer surveys. 

It was a privilege to work 
closely with farmers to learn 
of their hardships and livestock 
keeping constraints. 

One particular village chief 
expressed his concerns regarding 
climate variability, expressing 
water scarcity challenges and 
the potential destructive effects 
on his livestock, crops and his 
household income. 

“It was difficult to hear about 
some of the challenges facing 

farmers but it also inspired me to 
commit to research in the region 
longer-term”, added Olmo.

Her time in the region 
included a weeklong visit to 
Luang Prabang where she 
assisted in a parasite investigation 
of indigenous Lao calves and 
buffalo at the local laboratory. 

It was exciting to engage first 
hand with Lao researchers and 
benefit from their local knowledge 
to investigate the tropical parasite 
Toxocaravitulorum which causes 
up to 80 percent mortality in 
young calves.

Her experience in Cambodia 
and Lao has led her to see 
the meaningful ties between 
improving animal health and 
human livelihoods. 

This has motivated her to 
commence PhD investigation 
into strategies to improve 
reproductive efficiency in cattle 
and buffalo in Cambodia and 
Laos.

Olmo said she will remain 
in Vientiane until August 18 for 
a project progress meeting but 
hopes to return more permanently 
next year.
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